I auditioned. I'd worked with Brian Richmond, Jacob's father, who was then Chair of the University of Victoria Department of Theatre, which is how I'd heard about it. At the audition, Jacob Richmond and Brooke Maxwell (the writers) taught me both Ricky Potts's and Noel's songs. I think it was clear from the start that Noel was in my natural wheelhouse. (Laughs.) So, I came on board for the workshop, which we did at a Ukranian church in Victoria in September 2008.
Then, in March of 2009, we performed a ninety-minute version presented by Intrepid Theatre and Atomic Vaudeville at the Metro Studio in Victoria. We remounted it that Halloween, and stretched the show to almost two hours and forty-five minutes because Jacob wanted to see if the show could sustain two acts. This version kind of lost momentum in the middle. Jacob learned that the show works better as a one act, although some of the scenes and ideas of the piece have roots in that longer version, so it was definitely a fruitful experiment.
We then did a one-off performance in Vernon, BC, where halfway through my number, forty people got up and left because they were told the show was basically going to be Forever Plaid (laughs) and there I was, stripping down to ladies' lingerie. After that, we performed one night in Victoria, and then off to Toronto for SummerWorks [2010] , where we received great reviews. And were leaving behind, and the lives they were never going to experience. They were creating a final eulogy for themselves, and coming together to help each other bring about the catharses necessary for moving on.
By the second Canadian tour, the competition (where The Amazing Karnak would give one winner the chance to return to life) was part of the show. At that point, I sensed there was some apprehension as to whether or not this was the right direction for the show; however, when it transferred to Chicago Shakespeare Theater, Rachel Rockwell had come on as director and choreographer, and, with her guidance and the guidance of Rick Boynton, Chicago Shakespeare's Creative Producer, and Tony winner Kevin McCollum, producer of such Broadway hits as Rent, Ragtime, In the Heights, and The Drowsy Chaperone, as well as music director and arranger Doug Peck, Jacob and Brooke further developed the piece and deftly managed to centre the emotional heart of Ride the Cyclone around the competition with more ease, clarity, simplicity, and beauty.
Rachel wholeheartedly believes in this piece. Kevin McCollum had encouraged her to come to Edmonton to see the show. She immediately fell in love with it, and expressed that she wanted to work on it. She was an amazing shepherd. She took over from the superlative work Britt Small (co-director of the original production) had done, and then guided it through many changes. She was also great at communicating long-founded ideas about the show to a company (in Chicago and NYC) that was new to the piece, while also letting them, and herself, find their own footing.
How do you think focusing on the competition, as a dramaturgical structure, worked overall?
In the early iterations, the tension was about whether these characters would reach a catharsis that would help them process their feelings about death. Cyclone is about lives cut short, and the recognition that just because they were cut short, it doesn't mean that they weren't worthwhile and valid. Cyclone poses that every life that has been lived matters. Every life lived has an effect on those lives it touches. Riding the Cyclone | FEATURES From my perspective as an actor, by adding the competition, the tension changed. It became about finding out who's coming back to life. Regaining life became the most important thing. But in Cyclone, I actually think the most important thing is facing death. It's a unifying idea that no matter who we all are in life, we're all going to die, and we're all going to experience a lot of these same things. With early iterations including the competition aspect, I think we were experiencing characters wanting to come back to life, rather than learning about and investing in life, death, and each other. The sense of discovery and wonder that the characters started to find in one another, and that introspection for the audience members, was initially lost. We started to tally up all the reasons why this person or that person should live, and we looked at their differences as opposed to their similarities, their shared experiences.
However, throughout the workshopping process in Chicago, the two ideas were merged more seamlessly, allowing the humanity and the competition to jockey against one another in a more harmonious way that, I think, is truly beautiful and true to our innate and sometimes tragically competitive nature. I also think that by adding the competition, the ending is significantly more touching. We get this wholly unexpected projected video of the winner's life. We get to see what a life is, what a life could be. The kids, and the audience, experience a cavalcade of memories and images of a life well-lived. The video allows us all to share the significant and insignificant moments that make up a life: the weddings, births, deaths, and other things like that, but also the simple moments like dancing around in a cow costume at Halloween. Those absurd, random details, are to me, and I think to the creators, what constitute a life well-lived. The laughs, the tears, the dreams, the failures, the redemptions, the costumes, the hats, the dancing, the smiles, and the loved ones.
Cyclone has had a long development process. What were the successes in keeping that process moving forward productively?
Jacob and Brooke have a lot of integrity as writers. They know when they believe, and when they don't believe in an idea. They are fighting for their baby, and I think that's a great thing. They're making sure that they're raising it in a way they both believe in. So, I think it starts with the two of them, absolutely.
While we were in Canada, Britt Small was a critical influence. Britt has an amazing sense of timing and physical comedy and is a phenomenally talented director in her own right. On top Stubel, Jacob's wife, is also a gifted, and hilariously endearing and innovative choreographer, and her work, ideas, and images were also responsible for shaping a lot of the physical humour of the piece. Much of their work was so intrinsic to the piece that it remains in reference and in the heart of many of the numbers. Everyone working on the piece, from the get-go, believed in it and fought for it. Sometimes we fought each other-it wasn't always sunshine and rainbows; that's just the reality-but when you're working with a group of people that smart, that creative, and with that much ingenuity and that small of a budget, it's inevitable to reach points of conflict. As a company, we were each willing to go to bat for a moment. I think it was always understood, from all of us, that the work, the show, was the most important thing. From the outset, we all believed it could go far, and we did our utmost to be present and amenable to changes and experiments. Each of us trusted the creative team and in turn the creative team trusted us. It was the rare symbiosis that produced something exciting, new, and challenging and each of us was game for the next step. On top of all of that we had an amazing set of designers in Jimbo Insell and Hank Pine who helped set the visual tone of the piece.
Everyone recognized that Cyclone isn't just what's on the page, it is also what is happening up on the stage, the unspoken, the depths of the unknown. You might not speak for an entire scene, but because you're in a six-person ensemble, you're gonna be seen, so you'd be better be in the moment, and you'd better have some idea of what all these character relationships are off the page. Riding the Cyclone | FEATURES Together, we developed those relationships: we created secrets and histories together offstage that informed the way we interacted onstage. Because if everyone onstage was on the exact same page in the exact same moment, and if everyone was doing their utmost to support the moment that was being highlighted-either through stillness or looks or shifted focuses-then it really helped the piece to soar.
You took a small musical from Canada, and then descended right into the belly of the beast in terms of the home of American musical theatre. Do you feel like there is a difference between what is a Canadian or American musical?
I think the main thing for me is less about the musical, and more about comedy. The style of comedy is different. The Canadian sense of humour is somewhere in the middle between an American and British sensibility, which means that we are more ironic and a lot drier. We say things with complete sincerity that we don't necessarily mean sincerely, and we do it all the time. That's just the way we joke. To those not used to that, I think it can come across as callous or distancing.
One of the things I've been told is that "dry dies" in the USthat a dry sense, or droll sense of humour does not play. However, I think that's changing. Maybe American TV shows like The Office from the writer Michael Schur, or VEEP, from Armando Iannucci (British shows exported and retooled for American audiences), have helped change that a bit in terms of having a sensibility where you can say something with a deadpan face and not actually mean it.
In terms of the musical aspects, Cyclone is just so different than any other musicals that it's hard to say. It doesn't really fit into any categories that I can think of. I don't see many examples that are so mercurial, where there's a storyline, but it's loose, where there's a thematic unification, but a constantly shifting sonic experience, where there's a character need, but also an external manipulation that leads to song. Cyclone can be seen as a cabaret, but it's also got a story. You could see each number as an episodically, unrelated, individual piece, or you could see them as thematically linked, presented "heart songs" full of the yearning of lives cut short. Personally, I think it's the latter. Of course, it would have been far less glamorous than he imagined it to be, but his belief is sincere and that sincerity has to be there. That collision is the crux of the moment! As Noel, the nihilist, I'm undercutting things throughout the play, but in my number I strive for him to be as sincere as humanly possible.
Elliot Loran as Ricky Potts and the ensemble of
The show was greeted with rave reviews throughout most of its history, in Canada and in Chicago, but the reaction in New York was a little more mixed. Charles Isherwood at the New York Times absolutely loved it, but others were more lukewarm.
Do you have any thoughts on that?
The is not something they can joke about, and while the show never makes fun of death or grief, it definitely mines the humour in it. Yes, it explores the darkness, but it's also a joyful, moving experience. So, when some people are almost forced to see it (subscribers, for example), it's not really the best energy for them to enter into the show with. (Laughs.) The MCC Theater is one of the few subscriber-based theatres in New York City. Our first five weeks were 70 per cent sold to a subscriber base used to seeing small cast, realistic dramas written by writers like Neil Labute [their playwright in residence]. That's not really what Ride the Cyclone is. Cyclone's a spectacle, and it's about a subject matter that people aren't necessarily comfortable with. You don't want to force people to go see something like that. Some audience members wouldn't come onboard until the second or third number; until they realized the joie de vivre that could be experienced.
Also, MCC Theater, and in a larger sense the Off-Broadway experience, is very much a "will they or won't they" situation. People come with their critical caps on, wondering first and foremost if the show will transfer to Broadway. It's a very different experience from what I've been through before. The first thing that most people would say after the show is that they thought it was great. They loved it. It was hilarious and moving and the music was fun, and then they'd list off the things they thought need to change for the show to transfer. So, it's less people coming purely to enjoy an evening of theatre and more people coming to be a part of something that has the possibility of moving forward with their own thoughts and feelings on how to help shape it.
Whereas at Chicago Shakespeare …
We were an add-on to the season, in the upstairs space, and marketed as a cult-classic show in the making. We were "Glee meets Survivor." People came in knowing to expect a strange show about a choir of teenagers competing to come back to life. The emotionality, the sincerity, was a surprise.
At MCC, it was marketed as a show with a "surprisingly sobworthy conclusion." People came in with girded loins, ready to lose themselves, to cry and weep! The fact they were being faced with an all out comedy was, I think, almost a point of cognitive dissonance for some audience members. A lot of the preview process was about building, for the audience, the permission to laugh from the start.
I lost my mom seven months before I auditioned for the first production. I was cracking jokes three months after she died to the point where I remember people were getting uncomfortable with me making dead mom jokes. But that was my way of working through it. And that's a lot of people's way of working through it. The seeds of this piece come from the writer's own experience with untimely deaths. His family has borne a lot of tragedy. The reality is that a major way people deal with death is to laugh. It doesn't always have to be dark and tragic and sad. There's room for both of those things to exist. And, in a play, the more we can laugh and identify with characters, the more love we engender, the more the audience cares about the tragedy. For example, to me Romeo and Juliet is one of Shakespeare's funniest plays until the tragedy takes over. The more we laugh with the characters, the more we feel their loss.
I will say, in every theatre I've performed this show, in every city or town, there have been many repeat audience members, some coming to the show as many as fourteen times in one run. Cyclonics, or Uraniacs as they used to be known, feel an intrinsic connection to Cyclone. It has a loving and enthusiastic base. That's been a wonderful thing to be a part of for so long. 
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But I don't think I'll ever be done with it. My goal is to be the Carol Channing of Cyclone; this is my Dolly! I love Ride the Cyclone and I love the life-long relationships I've formed with all those who've given their hearts to it. Also, Noel's philosophies are now very much part of me. I have become a nihilist. (Laughs.) But Monique, in particular, is part of me. She is something that I think was in me from the time I was a kid, but that I never really got to explore until this show. I mean, my nails are black now, my short shorts are shorter. (Laughs.) There are parts of me that I feel more open to exploring, parts that fill me with less shame. I feel like it's really helped me process my grief and understand myself more deeply. So, yeah, I don't know if I will ever let it go completely. 
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